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Introduction

ROBERT FORTE

There is an ancient axiom, which runs: the more bitterly and acutely we formulate a thesis, the more irresistibly it clamours for the antithesis.

Hermann Hesse,

Magister Ludi

Timothy Francis Leary was one of the most influential people of the twentieth century. What his influence has been, however, remains to be determined. Leary is loved and castigated for his spirited popularization of psychedelic drugs in the 1960s, surely his grandest achievement in a lifelong mission to joust with authoritarianism wherever he encountered it. This book is not a biography of Leary, nor an in-depth study of his ideas. Think of it as a mosaic of flashbacks and reflections, mostly in tribute to this mercurial character and the celebrated role he played as a leader of a social, philosophical, and religious movement. The book was conceived one December morning in 1993 as I set out to visit Tim at his home high in the Beverly Hills of Los Angeles. I had just returned from a conference on LSD in Switzerland that was convened by Sandoz Pharmaceuticals Company and the Swiss Academy of Medicine—50 Years of LSD: State of the Art and Perspectives on Hallucinogens. That meeting began with the president of the Swiss Academy, Alfred Pletscher, first lauding the extraordinary scientific potential of LSD and then declaring:

Unfortunately, LSD did not remain in the scientific and medical scene, but fell into the hands of esoterics and hippies and was used by hundreds and thousands of people in mass gatherings. This uncontrolled propagation of LSD had dangerous consequences—for instance, prolonged psychotic episodes, violence and suicide attempts. Therefore, the use of this drug was subjected to severe restrictions by legal acts. (Pletscher and Ladewig, 1994)

Whenever Leary’s name was mentioned at this conference, it was with a dismissive and scornful tone by the predominantly psychiatric researchers attending, for it was generally held that Leary’s exuberance and the resultant publicity over psychedelics prompted the legislation that forbade their use.

Of the myriad dysfunctional aspects of U.S. drug policy, none is more bizarre and un-American than the illegal status these drugs hold. “Aldous advocated a cautious boldness,” wrote Humphry Osmond, “advising the explorers to do good stealthily and to avoid publicity. Unfortunately his good counsel was not always taken.” If Leary had been more circumspect perhaps these rediscovered ancient sacraments could have been more gradually and effectively integrated into our society. Did Leary and company provoke this terrific irrational phobia of psychedelic drugs, or anticipate it and vault clear over it to spread the word? Legal research of these substances is still paralyzed by mounds of red tape. Meanwhile millions already know that beyond the fears of state-sanctioned psychiatry and governmental policy, under the right set and setting, psychedelics can lead to joy, mystery, rebirth, and realization beyond belief. “Seven million people I turned on,” Leary said near the end of his life, “and only one hundred thousand have come by to thank me.”

Of course the social gyrations of the 1960s renaissance of spirit are far too complex to lay on one man but Leary, clearly, was a most visible figure—a brilliant, charismatic, funny prophet; a groundbreaking social scientist; a poet; a fame-seeking, careless, self-important, self-destructive fool; or a scapegoat, depending on your perspective.

“You get the Timothy Leary you deserve,” he once said.
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Mother and Aunt Mae



Timothy Leary was born on October 22, 1920, in Springfield, Massachusetts, the only child of Timothy and Abigail Leary. His grandfather, reputed to be the richest Irish Catholic in western Massachusetts, was perceived by young Timothy as a majestic patriarch who valued literacy and the arts. The “only meaningful words” his grandfather ever spoke to him were, “Never do anything like anyone else. . . . Find your own way. . . . Be one of a kind.”
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In high school



Tim’s father was an army dentist, an apparent heir to the Leary fortune, and a drunkard who used to beat his young son. But the fortune, it turned out, was depleted by the depression and assorted other indebtedness. On the very day this was learned, Timothy Leary’s father gave his twelve-year-old son a hundred dollar bill, left the house, and never returned. Raised by a devout Catholic mother and his spinster Aunt Mae, Timothy Leary became a distinguished, highly spirited, and rebellious teen. He rejected the school motto, the Kantian imperative—“No one has the right to do that which if everyone did would destroy society”—by writing what he called “a particularly fiery editorial suggesting that the Categorical Imperative was totalitarian and un-American in glorifying the welfare of the state over the rights of the individual,” earning him the disdain of the school’s principal and no recommendation to college. As a favor to his mother the Monsignor enabled his admission to Holy Cross, a spartan Jesuit school in nearby Worcester, Massachusetts, where he excelled as a student—and as a bookie, who had his way with the shop girls downtown. He lasted a year at Holy Cross. After scoring the highest mark on the examination for the service academy, he entered West Point in 1940, proud and eager to serve his country as an elite military officer. But after three months Leary ran afoul of the West Point regime. He was caught drunk and admitted providing liquor to underclassmen while returning from the Army-Navy game. Refusing to resign, he was punished by “silencing,” an ordeal that forbade him to speak or be spoken to by any of his classmates for the duration of the year. In letters to his mother at this time, he poured out his soul:

I have changed so much. I am so scared of the world at times and then I feel that after all it makes no difference what becomes of me, that I shall always be happy because I will not take myself too seriously. That is one of my new philosophies and it is the thing that keeps me from minding the men around here who silence me. . . . squabbling over nothing, getting into a big uproar over little insignificant things.

I have to laugh at myself using the word philosophy about the thoughts I have. I know one thing, that I shall try from now on to keep myself calm, quiet, resigned and above all not small and selfish. If I could only be like you, Dear Mother, unselfish and kind. That is going to be my greatest battle, to fight my own selfishness & thoughtlessness. . . .

And how afraid I get when I think of all the millions of people thinking like me that they are going to step out of the crowd & all but one or two out of the million doomed to failure. But you see, Mother, as long as I aim high and keep my sense of humor, my balanced state of mind, my courage & my faith in God and my desire to be unselfish, and as long as I can keep from taking myself too seriously: then no matter what happens I shall be happy.

The silencing is the best thing that has ever happened to me. I firmly believe that. I swear to God it is true. . . . The silencing has made me 1000 years older, has matured me, has forced me to write, has brought me to love good books & philosophy. It has made me broad minded so I can laugh at the foolish, thoughtless, childish stupidity & blind cruelty of the immature minds who bother me. . . . And most of all I must make you happy. Oh Mother, that is my only worry & my only ambition, to make you proud of me.

After four months, when Leary began to reconsider his option to resign from West Point, his problems magnified by poor grades in math, his ever loving mother wrote to him: “Don’t worry dear son, if you don’t make it through this, it is because the Blessed Lord has something else in store for you, perhaps something better.” Tim replied:

Dear Mother; I read your letter tonight, several times, and as always, I could not help feeling the tremendous, quiet, unassuming truthfulness of wisdom that was contained in your every word. Your advice and your ideas are so absolutely undeniable that I was naturally forced to agree wholeheartedly with all you said. . . . I am very unsatisfied with my self and my life, right now. I have set for myself a standard of living, which I believe to be the right one, and yet I fail terribly in living up to it. Everything, the human race, the world itself, and most of all my own pitiful being seems so unutterably futile and worthless that I am constantly being tormented by the immensity of time and space and eternity and by the frailty of my life. . . . Now, I also have no illusions about life. It is true that the underlying motive which prompted every pessimistic philosopher was solitude, and I have had plenty of that. . . . The great error I hope to avoid is to become one of the great ciphers of humanity, constantly in a rut, thinking of nothing except living more comfortably and enjoyably, regardless of how mean and low they become, never thinking a thought that is not connected with the gratification of the senses. Well, again, I pull myself up to a halt before I get going. Please know that I am no rosy optimist filled with illusions. Another short diversion. It seems I am constantly bandying the word truth about. I hate that word, and was rather shocked when you thought I wanted to reform the world and bring it some great metaphysical truth. To be frank, what I really long for is fame, and more than that, the futile hope of leaving something behind me to identify me from the millions upon millions of nameless ciphers that have come and gone. . . . Any way, life isn’t worth any minute of the worrying we do about it. The sun will rise 60 years from now and I will be a name on a tomb stone so there is no great issue involved. I think that we should all spend more time praying for our souls than pointless fretting about our lives.
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In the army



Leary resigned from West Point in August 1941 and went on to the University of Alabama where he began to study psychology. He was expelled one year later, in the fall of 1942, for having spent a night in the girls’ dorm. He lost his deferment, was drafted in 1943, and spent almost two years in officer’s training, where he met his first wife, Marianne. He became a corporal, and continued his studies in psychology until the war ended. The GI bill paid for him to complete his master’s degree in psychology at Washington State University. His thesis was a statistical analysis of the dimensions of intelligence. From there he enrolled in the doctoral program at Berkeley.

Leary became a psychologist and an acclaimed clinical researcher, who served admirably at UC Berkeley, at the Starr King Lutheran Seminary, where he evaluated candidates for the ministry, and at the Kaiser Permanente Hospital, where he initiated group therapy and interpersonal diagnostic techniques. His research was published widely in the professional literature. His first book, The Interpersonal Diagnosis of Personality, was voted book of the year by the American Psychological Association in 1959. Thirty-five years later, his interpersonal model was still generating research. Leary was honored at a symposium of the American Psychological Association in 1994.

Timothy had two children with Marianne but he was not a committed husband or father. “Our continued alcohol abuse made everything worse,” he said. Marianne committed suicide on the morning of his thirty-fifth birthday in the garage of their Berkeley home. The next year Timothy took the children on a sabbatical to Europe, where he pondered his future in a profession he felt wasn’t working. There, in Florence, Italy, a block away from where Galileo had set up his telescope four hundred years before, he was visited by Frank Barron, a friend and colleague who had already distinguished himself as a researcher of the psychology of creativity. Barron told him about his experience with sacred mushrooms in Mexico. These mushrooms had been revealed to the West by a Wall Street banker named Robert Gordon Wasson two years earlier. Wasson theorized them to be at the origin of religion. Tim listened, curious but aloof, as Barron lauded their significance to the study of the mind. “I was a bit worried about my old friend and warned him against the possibility of losing his scientific credibility if he spoke this way among our colleagues,” Leary wrote in his autobiography.
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Teaching at Berkeley



In Florence, Leary also met with David McClelland, then chairman of the department of social relations at Harvard, who was impressed with his work and was looking for someone to liven up the clinical program. “There’s no question that what you’re advocating is going to be the future of American psychology,” McClelland said. Thus was Dr. Leary appointed to a three-year lectureship to teach and research innovative methods of psychotherapy. After eight months at Harvard, in the summer of 1960, Leary traveled to Mexico on vacation and tried the mushrooms himself. He described this event in his seminal paper, “The Religious Experience: Its Production and Interpretation,” delivered to a group of Lutheran pastoral counselors at a meeting of the American Psychological Association. “On a sunny afternoon in the garden of a Cuernavaca villa, I ate seven of the so-called sacred mushrooms. . . . During the next five hours, I was whirled through an experience which could be described in many extravagant metaphors but was, above all and without question, the deepest religious experience of my life.”

Leary returned to Harvard enthused and immediately, with Barron, began The Psilocybin Project with the aim of “trying to understand the revelatory potentialities of the human nervous system and to making these insights available to others.” The project quickly grew to include many hundreds of people. Their extraordinary findings and visionary interpretations were published in leading medical, psychological, linguistic, religious, and philosophical journals, and soon in the popular media, which sparked worldwide interest in the curative, religious, and heuristic properties of the newly termed psychedelic drugs.

Leary was joined by assistant professor Richard Alpert, a hearty band of graduate students, and a constant stream of many of the leading intellectuals and artists of that time. Leary and his team employed new methods in psychological research by using themselves as subjects, reporting directly the drugs’ effects on their own minds. Sometimes they would take psilocybin with their subjects. This was unheard of and considered unscientific in psychological research, but they felt it was a necessary, ethical dimension of their work.

The Good Friday Experiment, conducted under Leary’s guidance by Walter Pahnke, a Harvard M.D., produced religious insights under psilocybin in theology students that were indistinguishable from those of the most renowned mystics and saints.

“The prison project and the Good Friday session had provided experimental evidence that psilocybin used according to our methods was safe and life-changing; we hoped that fellow scientists and administrators, recognizing the powers of these drugs to change behavior, would support our work. The opposite reaction developed,” Leary wrote in Flashbacks. “Since our research had demonstrated that set and setting determine the course of an altered-state experience, we consistently broadcast signals of intelligent reassurance: ‘Trust your nervous system, go with the flow, the universe is basically a beautiful and safe place.’ We were amazed to find otherwise intelligent and open minded persons doing everything in their power to instill fear, to cry danger, to slander the brain with negativity.”1

Finding the methods and metaphors of contemporary psychological science inadequate to describe the psychedelic mystical experience, Leary and his colleagues turned to religion. They formed the International Federation for Internal Freedom to address the spiritual poverty and ignorance of modern society.

Statement of Purpose of the

INTERNATIONAL FEDERATION FOR INTERNAL FREEDOM

3rd draft; November 3, 1962

I. The Situation. During the last 4000 years a basic spiritual issue has been debated by those on the one hand who believe in the absolute validity of current religious and scientific models (realists) and those who see these conventional models as flimsy game artifacts (sometimes useful, more often stifling) imposed on the evolving processes of life. The latter (called mystics, visionaries, nominalists, existentialists) are more concerned with man’s evolving spiritual potentialities than with his material or intellectual achievements. . . . Recent years have seen the emergence of groups (scattered, but numbering in the hundred thousands) who see a natural fusion of these points of view. Some of these people attempt to combine western customs with classic eastern rituals. . . . There are many, however, who believe that the merging of these two disparate cultural games is a scotch-tape solution and that each culture must develop its own adaptive mutation—its own creative resolution of the essence existence issue—its own new discovery and application of the spiritual. The human cortex is the same—east and west. What differs are the cultural games. Games, being artifacts, can be changed. New games spontaneously and naturally arise. For the past two and a half years a group of Harvard University research psychologists have been studying and directly experiencing these issues. Five research projects on the effects and applications of consciousness-expanding drugs have been completed. Over 400 subjects have participated without serious negative physical or psychological consequences. Over sixty percent of our subjects have reported enduring life changes for the better. As a result of these studies and our appraisal of other research, we have come to several conclusions about the evolution of man’s consciousness and the human brain, and we invite others who share our assumptions to communicate with us.

Our conclusions are these:


	
There is a dawning suspicion (based on considerable evidence) that the politics of the nervous system are such that man uses only a fragment (perhaps less than one percent) of his available brain capacity.

	Certain psychophysiological processes (censoring, altering, discriminating, selecting, evaluating) are responsible for the restricted use of the brain capacity.

	Indole substances (LSD, mescaline, psilocybin) seem to inhibit or alter these restricting mental processes so that dramatic expansion of consciousness is triggered off.

	Our data demonstrate that set and setting account for the specific content of awareness . . .

	Expanded awareness, by definition, extends beyond the limits of the verbal and conceptual. Expanded awareness, therefore, cannot come through verbal education but rather via physical or physiological means. Expanded consciousness also extends far beyond the cultural and ego games in which men are enmeshed.

	It follows that the utilization of expanded consciousness (i.e. the unused ninety-nine percent of the brain capacity) is virtually impossible unless we are ready to expand our ego and cultural games and to develop an appropriate language . . .



We are aware that cultural structures (however libertarian their purpose) inevitably produce roles, rules, rituals, values, words and strategies which end in external control of internal freedom. This is the danger we seek to avoid. This paradoxical tension we accept. The challenge is to develop a cultural game which strives towards non-game or meta-game. We have selected a name for this group: International Federation for Internal Freedom (IFIF). . . . The present board of directors include: Richard Alpert, Ph.D., Walter Clark, Ph.D., Timothy Leary, Ph.D., George Litwin, Ralph Metzner, Ph.D., Madison Presnell, M.D., Huston Smith, Ph.D., Gunther Weil.

• • •

What began as scientific research into the effects of psychedelic drugs on human consciousness became too festive for Harvard to bear. Leary defied the advice of colleagues and friends to avoid controversial publicity. Indeed, he seemed most intent to cause as much controversy as possible. Looking back in 1987, Leary agreed with his critics: “Needless to say, enormous confusion was thus created. . . . Epistemological debates about the definition of reality soon degenerated into hysterical social extremism on the part of almost all concerned, present company included.” But at the time, 1963, his attitude was “Life is a great big, funny dance, and we are so lucky to be here. All human activities are ‘B’ movies. The only possible attitude to have is joyous wonder. Things are not really as Serious, Earnest, etc., etc., as you seem to think. We are having a great, great time, and wish you were here.”
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Leary stood atop the Ivory Tower and proclaimed it irrelevant and insignificant compared to adventures that await one who is turned on. “LSD is more important than Harvard,” he said, and in the spring of 1963 he and his associate Richard Alpert became the first faculty members to be fired from Harvard since Ralph Waldo Emerson in 1838. The official reason for Leary’s firing was being absent from class, but one need only read his spirited manifestos on the obsolescence of the university that were widely circulated to sense the current of that time. “American Education as an Addictive Process and Its Cure,” was the title of his final address as a Harvard lecturer.

The university, and for that matter, every aspect of the educational system, is paid for by adult society to train young people to keep the same game going. To be sure that you do not use your heads. Students, this institution and all educational institutions are set up to anesthetize you, to put you to sleep. . . . The last thing an institution of education wants to allow you to do is to expand your consciousness, to use the untapped potential in your head, to experience directly. They don’t want you to evolve, to grow. . . . Education, dear students, is anesthetic, a narcotic procedure which is very likely to blunt your sensitivity and to immobilize your brain and your behavior for the rest of your lives.

The Harvard expulsion thrust Leary and the psychedelic experience into national prominence in the growing civil rights, ecology, and anti-war movement. Once again, we sense a twinge of apology from Leary for his politicizing the psychedelic experience. In 1987 he wrote, “Religious, mystical, visionary possession states are powerful and wonderful—they open the doors of perception, polish our sensory lenses, shake up our autonomic nervous system, and get our hormones surging—but they’re intimate and precious. They shouldn’t be imposed on others. And above all, they should be kept out of politics.”

After Harvard, Leary and his associates moved their headquarters to a palatial estate in Millbrook, New York, where they continued to mount a formidable challenge to the status quo by encouraging millions of young people to “turn on, tune in, drop out,” further incurring the wrath of the establishment and alienating Leary from the scientific community. During this period at Millbrook, Leary made a number of extravagant and erratic claims about the future of an American society transformed by psychedelic drugs. “LSD is only the first of many new chemicals that will exhilarate learning, expand consciousness, and enhance memory in years to come. These chemicals will inevitably revolutionize our procedures of education, child rearing, and social behavior. Within one generation these chemical keys to the nervous system will be used as regular tools of learning. You will be asking your children, when they come home from school, not ‘What book are you reading?’ but ‘Which molecules are you using to open up new Libraries of Congress inside your nervous system?’

In a highly publicized interview in Playboy magazine titled “She Comes in Colors,” Leary broadcast: “It is almost inevitable, if a man and a woman take LSD together, that their sexual energies will be unimaginably intensified, and unless clumsiness or fright on the part of one or the other blocks it, it will lead to a deeper experience than they ever thought possible. . . .”

Playboy: We’ve heard that some women who ordinarily have difficulty achieving orgasm find themselves capable of multiple orgasms under LSD. Is that true?

Leary: In a carefully prepared, loving LSD session, a woman can have several hundred LSD orgasms.

Playboy: Several hundred?

Leary: Yes. Several hundred.

He further asserted that “LSD is a specific cure for homosexuality.” And he would rather, he said, have his future children “take heroin than go to a first grade grammar school in this country.” Whether or not he meant to be facetious or deliberately provocative is beside the point that these statements, and others like them, made it easy for an already resistant, mainstream adult society to brand him as a reckless, hedonistic corrupter of youth. He would frequently add a sobering note—“The key concept of the psychedelic revolution is work—ecstatic work. This central point is missed by enthusiastic acidheads as well as the horrified burghers, each deluding the other with the notion of escape and naughty pleasure”—but he was never known as a man of moderation.

IFIF was asked to leave Zihuatanejo, Mexico, site of their summer headquarters for two years, and was forbidden to reestablish that program when they tried to on several Caribbean islands. Three years later—in 1966—Leary was arrested for possessing a few grams of marijuana in Laredo, Texas, while attempting to drive into Mexico. He was charged with violating an arcane marijuana tax law. He fought the charge successfully. The Supreme Court, in a unanimous decision on his case in 1968, declared the marijuana tax laws unconstitutional. Leary then announced his candidacy for governor of California. Federal prosecutors, their ire inflamed, then recharged him with transportation of marijuana, a different crime that carried a twenty-year sentence, as he was mounting his campaign. “Come Together—Join the Party,” his campaign slogan, was subsequently developed by John Lennon into the Beatles’ hit song while Tim prepared his unsuccessful defense. His defense statement began:

I am pleading not guilty in this case, because I am an American citizen. As such, I am entitled to the free exercise of my religion. I am entitled to engage in scientific research. I am entitled to live in my home, travel in my car and bring up my children the best I can in accordance with my beliefs and values. My motives before and during the incident of my arrest are clearly spiritual, interior and not ulterior. These are not personal privileges that I claim, but constitutional rights of every citizen. In defending myself against this prosecution, I am defending the right of every American citizen to lead the religious life of his own conviction, to worship, to experience, to commune with universal forces, to transcend his ego and dissolve the petty differences that divide men whom love should bind, to seek religious ecstasy, revelation and truth as men have done throughout the ages.

Leary was arrested again, this time in Laguna Beach, California. Set up, he claims, given a five-million-dollar bail—the highest ever for an American citizen—convicted, and sentenced in the midst of sensational publicity to ten years for two roaches and a few flakes of grass that were purportedly vacuumed from his car. This time he was denied appeal bond—against the law—and was immediately confined to a minimum-security prison in California. Nine months later, with the help of the revolutionary Weather Underground, he escaped:

One of the greatest pranks that I enjoyed was escaping from prison. I had to take a lot of psychological tests during the classification period, and many of the tests I had designed myself; so I took the tests in such a way that I was profiled as a very conforming, conventional person who could not possibly escape and who had a great interest in gardening and forestry. The feeling that I had made a nonviolent escape was a sense of tremendous exaltation and humour and joy. I laughed and laughed and laughed, thinking about what the guards were doing now. Heads would be rolling. The bureaucracy would be in a stew. This kept me laughing for two or three weeks.
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In Algeria



Timothy and Rosemary fled to Europe and then to Algeria in a show of support for Eldridge Cleaver’s Black Panther Party government-in-exile. They were betrayed by Cleaver, became his captives, and escaped again a year later. They made it to Switzerland and requested political asylum. But Nixon wanted him back. The president sent his attorney general, John Mitchell, to argue for Leary’s return. At the time Nixon called Leary “the most dangerous man in the world,” an international group of poets, essayists, and novelists, led by Allen Ginsberg and Michael Horowitz, circulated a “Declaration of Independence for Dr. Timothy Leary.” It received over 200 signatures from some of the world’s leading writers and prevailed in arguments with the Swiss, who then granted Leary a short-lived asylum. He was then reindicted in the United States on nineteen counts of drug dealing. These charges were fallacious and later dropped, yet they served to intensify international pressure and Switzerland finally gave in to U.S. demands for his person. Rosemary, their marriage crumbling under the stress of being a money-less, country-less fugitive, left Leary and spent the next twenty-five years underground as a fugitive; her adventure remains to be told. Leary was soon recaptured—some say led to his arrest by new girlfriend-narc, Joanna Harcourt-Smith, and sent back to prison in America in the spring of 1973.

Leary was put under enormous pressure by the FBI to turn state’s evidence against those in the Weather Underground who aided his escape. “He has been through a real shit storm,” said Ken Kesey of this period. Tim called it “the indisputable, undeniable, Dantean bottom.” He was now facing seventy-five years in prison and was labeled a snitch—virtually a death sentence in federal prison.

Did he snitch on his friends? He did testify before the grand jury in Chicago and he did direct the FBI to Rosemary and to Michael Horowitz. But without Rosemary—who remained a fugitive—to corroborate his tale, only Michael Horowitz, his archivist, was subpoenaed. Horowitz claimed that as an archivist for Leary, this information was confidential and protected by the law. Horowitz was charged with contempt of court until a precedent-setting ruling granted him the desired confidentiality and the contempt charges were dropped.

Joanna, however, kept up a lively salon, having taken Leary’s name and thereby gaining entry into many underground circles. She entertained lavishly, mining information about the Brotherhood and political radicals, but did little in the way of winning his freedom.

“What was Joanna’s possessive role, isolating him from decade-old supporters and friends, and using up all his crucial defense money?” asked Allen Ginsberg. “She is great, she’s terrible, she’s innocent, she’s devious. She’s the cosmic brat,” pronounced Horowitz. “But Timothy has been telling me all year that she was acting with his blessing and his strategy.”

When Kesey visited him in prison, confronted Tim with the fact that his girlfriend was a spy, and asked if he wanted to wring her treacherous neck, Leary said no. “I certainly don’t hold it against her. She likes this espionage action. It gets her off. Who am I, of all people, to put down somebody else’s turn-on? . . . Joanna and I operate on the assumption that everybody knows everything anyway. . . . There is nothing and no way to hide. This is the acid message. . . . Let the poor deprived, bored creatures listen to our conversations, tape our laughter, study our transmissions. Maybe it will turn them on. Perhaps they will get the message our love shine transmits: there is nothing to fear.”

Nonetheless, Leary was described in the mainstream press, and in internal court documents, as someone who did cooperate with the FBI. He testified against a prison psychiatrist who interviewed him against the rules in an attempt to get tape to the outside; and he and Joanna set up George Chula, attorney for the Brotherhood, for bringing Leary hashish while in jail. He was denounced by his son and the now waning countercultural movement, and released on an appeal bond from his Laguna Beach conviction in June 1976. Upon release he denied that he testified against his friends and tried to put those rumors, and the politics they embodied, behind him.

For the last twenty years of his life Leary continued to be an enthusiastic cheerleader for change. He was no longer a prominent drug advocate, but he never recanted his spirited ministry of psychedelic drugs. “Is it not clear that psychedelic drugs are exactly what our Harvard research showed them to be in the 1960s? Wonderful gifts from the plant queendom to the animal kingdom; activators of those circuits of the brain that lead to philosophic inquiry, scientific curiosity, somatic awareness, hedonistic lifestyle, humorous detachment, high-altitude tolerant perceptions, chaotic erotics, ecological sensitivity, utopian communality?”

Personal computers, the information age, and the Internet became his platform to urge people to think for themselves and to question authority. He was known to say “Computers are the acid of the ’80s and ’90s,” leading Richard Price, cofounder of the Esalen Institute, to say in 1985: “Tim Leary will be the first person to get computers made illegal.”

His last performance was one of the most celebratory death dances we have seen. In 1994 he announced he had inoperable prostate cancer and that he intended to have his head cryonically frozen, to be thawed out when the cure for cancer was discovered—so long as it wasn’t during a Republican administration. In the end he decided against cryonics. He died in bed, the last day of May in 1996, smiling, letting go, his last words, “why not?” His remains were cremated and a portion of his ashes was blasted into space.

His birth and death coincided—as did his hero Mark Twain’s—with the cycle of a comet. For his last two years he lived in constant celebration of life. While his physical condition eroded his spirit was undaunted. “I did a good job,” he said to himself one evening just before he died. He was a pivotal man in a time of marvelous change, and his legacy is as wild and varied as the psychedelic movement he rode in on. By understanding his life, we will illuminate a profound episode of human history.


Timothy Leary’s Dead

JOHN PERRY BARLOW

John Perry Barlow is a rancher in Pinedale, Wyoming, cofounder of the Electronic Frontiers Foundation, and lyricist for the Grateful Dead.

A couple of hours ago, at 12:45 A.M. Beverly Hills time, old friend and corrupter of my youth Timothy Leary made good on his promise to “give death a better name or die trying.” Willingly, peacefully, and unafraid, he headed off on his last trip.

He spoke his last words a few hours before. On the phone to the mordant William S. Burroughs he said, “I hope that someday I’m as funny as you are.”

He didn’t, as threatened, commit suicide on the Net. Or have his head cut off and frozen. Or engage in any of the other spectacles of departure I had dreaded. In the end, he surrounded himself with the angelic band of twenty-somethings who have been uploading him into the Web these last few months and drifted peacefully out of here.

I was headed his way when he died. When I was with him earlier this month he said, “When I leave here, Barlow, I want your face to be one of the last things I see.” I think that was one of the sweetest things anyone ever said to me, and I was trying to make it possible, but death proved itself once again to be bigger and faster than either of us. The phone just rang in the middle of this rainy Wyoming night, and now I’m here naked in the dark trying to think of something to follow him out with.

Two years ago, Cynthia and I spent our last day together with Timmy. When she died the next day and it became so shockingly clear to both of us how strange this culture has become on the subject of the second-commonest event in the world, how weirdly shameful is dying in America, we both thought it time to bring death out of the closet. I did so by grieving her, and continuing to grieve her, more publicly than is polite in a culture that claims for itself the ability to conquer and control everything.

But Timmy beat me to the barricades. He flat died. And he died without pretending that he was “really going to get well any day now,” without permitting himself to become a ghoulish and futile medical experiment, without contributing to the stupefying mass denial that causes almost 80 percent of America’s health care dollars to be blown on the last six months of life.

He died unashamed and having, as usual, a great time.

A few weeks ago, the denizens of leary.com and I rented a phalanx of wheel chairs and rode them with him into the House of Blues on Sunset Strip, a place that likely had never seen fifteen people in wheel chairs before. After a truly merry time, we were headed back to his house and on the way came within a smile of Tim Leary’s Last Bust.

We were cruising west on Sunset. And the sun was setting. The top was down on my metallic mauve rent-a-convertible. A couple of the Web girls, Trudy and Camella, were sitting on the trunk like psychedelic prom queens, shoop-de-booping to the funk station on the radio, volume at eleven. Both of the girls were beautiful, Trudy like a character from Neuromancer, Camella like a character from Botticelli. The air was sweet and soft as a negligee on our faces, and the light had that elegiac quality that makes people think L.A. might not be so bad after all.

Timmy gave me a high five and grinned. “Life is good!” he shouted over the music. As I looked up to meet his raised hand, I saw in my rearview mirror, past the swaying torsos of the girls, the rotating reds of a real Beverly Hills cop.

Of course we were in possession of several of those substances that we considered safe and effective but which this culture, in another of its dangerous madnesses, has declared lethal, probably to distract heat from its own deadly drugs of choice. Furthermore, I had only recently paid an astonishingly steep California fine for allowing a friend to stand up through the sunroof of a car I was driving.

He pulled us over in front of the Beverly Hills Hotel. He looked like an Eagle Scout.

“Officer,” I said, nodding back at the still improperly seated girls, “I know what we were doing was wrong. But you see, my friend here is dying, and we’re trying to show him a good time.” Timmy, without saying anything, smiled sheepishly at the cop and nodded, caught in the act.

He looked like hell but he sure looked happy.

The officer gazed into Timmy’s beatific skull-face and lost his starch. “Well,” he said to the girls, “I’d be lying if I didn’t say that looks like fun, but just because he’s dying doesn’t mean you should. Now get down in the seat and buckle up and I’ll let you go.” I felt like honest death had just made one of its first converts.

In thirty years of following Tim Leary around, he’s given me some wonderful and hair-raising moments. He has been father, anti-father, partner-in-crime, and devout fellow-worshiper of all that is female in this world. We loved each other, and shared more memories than I will ever relate. But I think the look he gave that cop is the memory I will cherish most.

As usual he was “cocking a snoot at authority,” as Aldous Huxley once accused him. But he was doing it, also as usual, with wit. And with love.

America managed to forgive Richard Nixon when he died. I hope they will extend the same amnesty to a real hero, Dr. Timothy Leary.


An Unfinished (R)Evolution

A Memorial for Tim Leary

FRANK BARRON

Frank Barron, Ph.D., Sc.D., Professor Emeritus, Psychology, University of California, introduced Timothy Leary to the sacred mushroom in 1959. He was a cofounder of the Harvard Psilocybin Project and is one of the foremost researchers into the psychology of creativity. Among his books are Creativity and Personal Freedom, No Rootless Flower: An Ecology of Creativity, and most recently (with Anthea Barron) Creators on Creating.

(Given at Timothy Leary Memorial Service, First Unitarian Church, San Francisco, June 12, 1996)

We are here to recognize and to mourn a significant death, and to remember the times and the deeds of a significant life. Timothy Francis Leary made himself into an unusual person and he helped to create an unusual movement of mind that continues beyond him. For we who remain and who go on into the future, it is our privilege and responsibility to share in its further creation.

That creation was the psychedelic movement, or psychedelic revolution, or, perhaps better, the psychedelic evolution. It does not go under his name only, and it is not just or even mostly sustained by the psychedelic drugs. It is rather a commitment to fight for personal freedom, to oppose everywhere the war mentality and the tyranny of dogmatic beliefs. It stands for equal rights for race and gender, and for ecological Earth-respecting ways of thinking and acting. It respects the ban on certain “hard” drugs such as heroin and crack cocaine while pressing for the legalization and social use of the psychedelic drugs to speed up mental evolution and increase useful knowledge of psychochemical evolutionary agents.

I’m glad this celebration is taking place in the church it is, for Tim himself spoke here nearly thirty-five years ago. The occasion was a series of lectures I had arranged for the University of California Extension, eight in all for eight consecutive weeks. The title I had given it was “The Silent Revolution.” Needless to say, that bit of prescient titling, with its hint of a much more audible revolution to follow, brought to these halls the most advanced and forward-looking audience, as well as speakers who understood their role in what was to come.

We led off with myself speaking of the creative process in the individual, in society, and in the human mind in general. Mark Schorer then took up the theme of creativity in the writer and artist. Mark was a hero to the beats across the Bay, having spoken out sharply in defense of Lawrence Ferlinghetti in court. The case involved the City Lights Bookstore, but it had actually turned on an attempt to suppress Allen Ginsberg’s Howl. Mark called the poem “an indictment of those elements in modern society destructive of the best qualities of human nature (materialism, conformity, and mechanization leading to war).” Since Mark was a leading critic, his words carried a lot of weight. The defendant was found not guilty—an important decision in the legal-social history of the Beat movement.

Following Schorer, in the third week of the series, Margaret Mead stomped on stage, wearing an ankle-length gown made I am sure of sackcloth, and carrying a large staff. She reminded me of nothing so much as Joan of Arc at Orleans, rallying her troops. She lacked only a horse and armor, but then, she didn’t need them. Her call to the attack, in her strong, resonating voice, was a call for women and their more advanced menfolk—or did I read that into it?—to get going on a revolution in women’s consciousness. My wife Nancy was in the audience, pregnant a few months with our second child, the to-be-Brigid, and she was paying close attention.

The following week came Gerard Piel, publisher of Scientific American, the Bible of forward-looking scientists. Piel took a new and somewhat forbidding look at the incredible acceleration of scientific knowledge and innovation in just the past two decades, beginning with the splitting of the atom. A big, big revolution was about to come out of that.

Ralph Tyler, director of the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences, was next. He foresaw the extraordinary crisis and need for creativity in the field of education, in the cultivation both of the human resource and the knowledge resource; teachers needed to be trained in ways of creating new learning contexts for utilization of the information explosion to come.

Gerald Heard, a brilliant philosopher and close friend of Aldous Huxley, came next. I had invited Aldous himself but he was struggling with disabling illness, and he suggested Heard take his place. Gerald spoke of the need to challenge assumptions in philosophy, and especially in the relation of the individual to the state. The individual, he asserted, had to be vigilant in resisting the encroachment of a developing, more sinister, hand-in-silken-glove form of the collectivist society. He also spoke of the need for new religious rituals and creeds, since those currently popular were made to fit an earlier and now disproved view of Nature, Life, and Humanity. He foresaw an increasing realization of the emptiness of the reigning religions. He stopped just short of saying empty churches.

Then came Tim, talking about—guess what? If you think he was talking about LSD, or LSD only, you would be mistaken. He took on a broader topic, the extension of human consciousness and the ways in which it might be abetted. Psychochemicals got a call, but new ideas of human nature were the substance of what he hailed as the vehicle for the coming revolution.

One worthy member of the audience was young Michael Murphy, who had just returned from Aurobindo’s ashram in India and whose intense interest was in the evolution of consciousness, and especially in the awakening of the human potential in everyone. Mike called me, introduced himself, and suggested we have lunch—no, not a naked lunch (we were all fully clothed and even wearing neckties)—to discuss an idea he had in mind for a place to be called Esalen. I suggested I bring Tim along, and out of that lunch came—well, a lot of things. One of the interesting things about the creative process is the shower of sparks that fly from the bisociation of remote ideas.

I concluded the series of meetings, which by now had an audience that overflowed via closed-circuit television into no fewer than six larger academic lecture halls in Berkeley and San Francisco, with what I hoped was a synthesis of it all. I didn’t quite say, “The times, they are a changing,” but that was on the tip of my mind. That was the tune everyone heard.

So, the place—this church—is doubly hallowed in the minds of those of us who are here to remember Tim Leary this evening. Would anyone expect a revolution to get going in a church in San Francisco? Well, if it didn’t absolutely get going here, it was at least heralded as a silent gathering of immense forces of creativity that would soon be heard, heard ‘round the world, in good American revolutionary fashion.

The psychedelic work at Harvard was already in full swing, and I had just returned from its first year there, where I was codirector with Tim of the Psilocybin Project. Richard Alpert, Ram Dass himself, soon to be engaged in his own silent inner (r)evolution, took over my part in the work when I left. He played Tom Sawyer to Tim’s Huck Finn as Huck “lit out for the territ’ry.”

There are many things I could say about Tim, for he was a many-faceted person indeed, but first I want to remark on two aspects that I think should not be neglected in this remembering.

Tim, you know, was a transplanted Irishman, and he had a mad Celtic imagination to go with a strange hidden streak of Irish Catholic New England Puritanism. Catholicism? Puritanism? This surely is not the Tim all of us know! But yes, it was. Without something powerful and id-like to rebel against, what is an Irish rebel to do? And if you can’t find a real reason to be put in jail, you have to invent one. An Irish rebel without a prison record for political activities will never be heard about.

Tim had still other lethal Irish characteristics. He had a love of song and poetry, of old Irish ballads, and of course of the wild imagination of James Joyce. If sometimes his tales got a little tall, I gave his bardic nature credit for them. If he had occasional bouts with evil spirits, I would remember the mythical Irishman Conan, who upon finding himself in hell one day and being cuffed by the devil, gave the devil a cuff back. That was Tim.

My last personal memory of Tim was of the gathering at his house on the Saint Patrick’s Day weekend just before his death. A corps of Harvard stalwarts arrived to cheer him on, and a friend arranged for some Irish musicians to sing and play the old sentimental songs. They started with the Yeats poem set to music, “Down by the Salley Gardens,” and then went on to some rousing pub songs like, “By the Rising of the Moon” and “The Boys of Wexford.” In the chorus there were a Sharon and a Brigid, a Kathleen and an Anthea Rose Maeve, a Rosemary and a Nancy Jean. Tim decided to declaim from Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake, the beginning and the end of it. The Liffey was for Joyce the symbol of the beginning, a circle, and an end in which the river of life begins again.

I think I should recall here a moment in Tim’s life that he told me about in those days at Harvard. He had been out on a fishing boat, and many fish had been taken. Tim was a great sportsman, but not one who would shed blood—his games were golf and tennis and baseball, and touch football. As he sat in the boat and saw a fish that had been brought aboard lying there gasping its last, he took it in his lap and stroked it and spoke to it and joined it in its consciousness of its dying.

This is an example, I believe, of one of Tim’s most distinctive contributions. He saw happening in himself, whether with psychedelics or without, the evolution of life, from DNA consciousness to human-mind consciousness. This insight he tried to teach—for he was a teacher too—to others as well.

I said of Tim that he was many-faceted. This is a weak word for what I mean. He had many, many faces that he turned to the world, and you could see in him whatever you yourself brought to the seeing. But more than that, he played a different role in each interpersonal situation—transactions, he called them—adapting himself to the script as he interpreted it. If this sometimes got confusing, why not? Isn’t the self merely a fiction, an invention of the executive branch of the central nervous system? So might Tim have said.

In some of his aspects, Tim was far from a benign individual. In the lives both of some persons close to him, and for multitudes whom he did not know personally, he could be, and sometimes was, a destructive force. His advocacies, put in slogans worthy of a master advertiser, were taken as guides to action by young people whose identity was still in the process of formation, who were struggling to find themselves. Did those slogans help or hurt people of unsure selfhood, engaged in the struggle for identity and in feeling their way toward the expression of love in an intimate relationship? The jury is still out on that one. It did no good for him to say, as he often did, “That’s not what I meant.” He was referring especially to his call to communion, “Turn on, tune in, drop out.” What he had meant was to look inward, and to shield yourself from all the programmed stimuli of the political world and its controlled media, made for war and profits. But it was an esoteric message. To the young people who did drop out, very literally and often with a thud, it was no consolation that dropping out of school and family and the job market wasn’t what he had meant. For himself, his life was governed, as his universe was, by planning, reason, and calculation, but his message was at the edge of chaos and to the uncertain heart it often brought disorder. I talked with him often about this, and he took it very seriously. He had faith that a new order would emerge from the invited chaos, and that a novel synthesis would be both complex and more realistic—in a word, elegant.

So Tim, we must acknowledge, was sometimes reckless with his words, perhaps too much the dramatist. But here I would recall to you the words of William Blake in “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell”: The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom. Prudence is a rich, ugly, old maid courted by Incapacity. He who desires but acts not, breeds pestilence. . . . You never know what is enough unless you know what is more than enough. . . . Exuberance is Beauty.

As Tim approached death, he seemed to be trying to express everything implicit in his life. At times it could be seen as mere mockery, an embracing of undignity in the face of the Prince. No, “At last it comes, the distinguished thing,” as Henry James said on his deathbed. Yet behind it, I felt, was that insuperable drive toward inclusiveness. I was reminded in looking at him surrounded by his friends of the vision of the end of things of which Teilhard de Chardin wrote in The Future of Man. Teilhard imagined consciousness in its fullest development to be a vast sea itself. This, I felt, was the spiritual panorama of which Tim was a part as he came to his own end. This vision always falls short of realization, for that is the nature of our mortality, but in those final scenes of our friend’s life it animated the last events.

In a memorial for the dead, in whatever temple, I find it not amiss to invoke the last prayer of the Christian service: Requiescat in pace. I offer it here for Timothy Francis Leary—May he rest in peace.


To Tim from John

JOHN BERESFORD

John Beresford was a pediatrician in New York City in 1960 when he had an experience with mescaline that, along with the urging of Michael Hollingshead, prompted him to order a gram of LSD from Sandoz. When his package arrived from Sandoz with a note wishing him “good luck” with his research, John realized he possessed thousands of doses. He began the Agora Scientific Trust, where he observed the effects of LSD and other psychedelics on people in a range of settings. Some of this LSD went to Cambridge with Hollingshead, who fed it to Timothy Leary for the first time.

Tim,

You have always been a source of amazement to me: my placid life compared to yours. We met in the early days of the fateful (and, we both know, fated) introduction of LSD to the mind-at-large of the Western world. The first time I heard about you was with Tony Cox. We visited a friend whose name I don’t recall and which, in the urgency of composing this memo for you, I won’t search through the records to look up. He was a tall lanky fellow, into those “silly sigh beans,” as he chose to call the sacred mushroom pills you were then handing out in the bars of Greenwich Village. Tony’s friend was telling us about this “mad Harvard professor” who had spread a handful of the psilocy-beans on the counter and said, “Try these.”

Mad? No. Harvard? Yes. Professor? Well, not quite. Doctor Leary: the press used to word it with a touch of sarcasm. Yes, very much the teacher, the doctor in the real sense of the word. It seems you taught the world to dip into the reaches of the soul and face reality. It was a different reality from the plain old sordid one left over from the ’50s, and the shock woke a generation to what is really there, back at what Huxley liked to call the Antipodes. Discovering it, a generation of gnostics came to life.

Probably what you taught as basic to the session was trust. It is only your mind, would be the message to the taker. Your friendly mind. It may try a round of tricking you, seeing if it can trip you up. But treat it as a child, a child you love. Don’t let it bamboozle you. You know better than it does. Let it growl like a tiger. Well, the tiger mind can eat you if it wants. You won’t deny it a nibble, surely? Then the whole thing turns into a game, and tigers act the same as other players, evolving into light and color and the brilliant melody of consciousness in free play. You, with your linguistic skill, called it a trip—and the word caught on. Yes, this life we have is a trip—and let us make sure the destination we head for is the right one.

I won’t take up your time, except to explain something of what you’ve said I disagree with. First, there is that old shibboleth of set and setting. You started a tradition with that phrase. By now, any old commentator who makes a living from explaining, among other things, the effect of LSD—and I mean someone who has never deigned to experience the effect of the magic substance but who professes nonetheless to know all about it—solemnly intones the phrase you cooked up, set and setting. It all depends on the mental set you start with, and the scenic setting of the place you take your LSD in (or mushrooms or whatever). A nerdy, squeaky-clean hospital setting or psychology lab, and you’ll scare the living daylight out of an experimental subject you foist LSD on. The beautiful garden or the trancelike wilderness, and you’ll generate a tranquil experience. That’s true, up to a point, but the commentator who seeks desperately for material to clog a textbook doesn’t see the paradox he has landed in. For the psychology lab is not supposed to be a place that gives you the creeps. It is supposed to be a source of neutral information. The textbook writer manages to overlook the fact that he and his world-outlook instigate a bad experience.


[image: image]

John Beresford



Not easy to keep the record straight, there. Fast reading takes the reader to the conclusion that not the lab and its professor but the LSD the professor has doled out is the cause of the anxiety, the panic, the disturbing experience, the mistake of taking the tiger as actual. The idiotic term “hallucination” takes control of reader-thinking. LSD is written off as a “hallucinogen.” Fuck, who wants to have hallucinations? Not me, not you, not anyone with a head screwed on right. So why do people take LSD, Mr. Professor? Dunno, come to think of it, they must be crazy.
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